over 150 events in both countries and culminating in a final celebration at the Expo 2010 at Shanghai. Nearly 50 German universities held 'Chinese weeks' in the summer of 2010.
Nikos Logothetis, director of the department 'Physiology of Cognitive Processes' at the Max Planck Institute for Biological Cybernetics in Tübingen, has visited Chinese neuroscience laboratories on several occasions. "It's very, very impressive what they try to do, and how fanatically they support science. Really amazing!" he enthuses. He also praises the international spirit in China's neuroscience community: "They are strongly welcoming interactions with other nations; in fact they try to get as many of them as possible for scientific advisory boards, for guest professorships and so on."
Stopping the brain-drain
All in all, as both Chinese and foreign researchers are finding the prospect of working in China increasingly attractive, it looks like China is claiming its place among the leading research nations. This appears to be true for neuroscience as much as for other fields, e.g. genomics.
After decades of severe brain-drain, it looks as though the drain can be stopped. "I think the brain-drain has been diminished significantly, at least in biology," says Fang Fang. "With the development of economy and the improvement of scientific evaluation systems in China, the brain-drain can be stopped." Fang also points to a 2008 government plan, the Recruitment Program of Global Experts (also called the one-thousand talents plan), which aims to recruit established scientists working in well-known research universities and institutes.
Modern Psychology is sometimes thought to be a 'softer' science because the human mind is so complicated and it might appear to be scientifically intractable. Gazzaniga's book delineated an emerging field that studies the brain and mind. It made me believe that the relationship between the physiological mechanisms of the brain and the psychological reality of the mind could be investigated in a mechanistic way. Marr's book revealed an approach and a structure for such investigation. It explains his strategy of dividing the problem into several levels of analysis and provides a framework for dealing with challenging questions about vision. His book inspired many young scientists to study vision, including myself (as I confessed to Tomaso Poggio, once a colleague of Marr; Marr died in 1980 aged just 35). I was extremely lucky to read the two books (both the English and the Chinese versions) when I was a senior undergraduate student. What is your greatest ambition in research? That would be to completely understand our ability to recognize visual scenes with such high accuracy and speed and to duplicate this human ability in an artificial visual system. This artificial system would perform just as well as our visual system, even make the same 'mistakes' that we do; for example, it would even 'see' the motion aftereffect! What do you think are the big questions to be answered next in your field? In the short term, as far as I can see, it is to understand cortical plasticity, especially plasticity in visual cortical areas. Visual experience, including priming, adaptation and perceptual learning, can significantly change our visual functions (for example, improve our ability to detect features and recognize objects). How does visual experience shape our visual system at the levels of single neurons, neuronal circuits and cortical connections? Answering this question might provide a key to understand our extraordinary abilities of visual perception. In the long term, it is the nature of consciousness. Though doubtful whether I have enough courage to tackle the problem, I am often interested in touching on the most difficult aspect of consciousness, the so-called 'hard problem' of qualia -the greenness of green, the happiness of happy, and so on.
Why did you move back to China?
First of all, I feel extremely privileged to be educated and trained at the University of Minnesota. There are many superb scientists studying vision and brain imaging there. My collaboration with them led to some intriguing findings on visual adaptation, unconscious visual processing, and contextual modulation in early visual cortical areas. From them I learned not just experimental skills, but also various distinct perspectives on these same scientific questions.
Career-wise, working in China is very attractive to me. Government research funds in China have been growing at an annual rate of more than 20%. Ample funding allows me to explore and carry out much larger and more risky projects. At Peking University, I have been enjoying working with the country's most intelligent and hardworking students. In addition, I am a big ping-pong and soccer fan, and living in China gives me a lot more opportunity to enjoy these sports.
Tell us something about neuroscience in China?
Neuroscience in China has a tradition of excellence. I would like to mention the founders of modern Chinese neuroscience -Robert Kho-Seng Lim, Te-Pei Feng and Hsiang-Tung Chang. Lim and Feng were members of the US National Academy of Sciences. Lim carried out pioneering work on the physiology of neuromuscular junction and synaptic plasticity. Interested readers might want to read a chapter published in the Annual Review of Neuroscience in 1988 (11, 1-12) about Lim's career development and the early history of neuroscience in China. Chang was one of the pioneers of studying dendritic potentials and among the first to recognize the functional significance of dendrites in the central nervous system.
Neuroscience in China has grown steadily since the 1920s, and started to flourish in the 1990s. In 1995, the Chinese Neuroscience Society was founded and it now has more than 2500 members. Major neuroscience research programs are located in the Chinese Academy of Sciences, Peking University, Fudan University, Beijing Normal University, University of Science And what about psychology in China? Psychology, on the other hand, took a slightly different turn. In 1917, the first psychology laboratory in China was set up at Peking University, under the guidance of the university president Yuen-Pei Tsai. Tsai studied psychology with Wilhelm Wundt when he was in Germany. Unfortunately, the development of psychology was suppressed for a long time, even halted during the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976. This is because psychology was criticized as a pseudo-science. In 1981, only four universities had a psychology department. Interestingly, the turning point for the development of psychology was also in the 1990s, almost in parallel with the time when neuroscience started to thrive. Up to now, there are more than two hundred psychology departments/institutes in China. Founded in 1921, the Chinese Psychological Society now has about 8000 members. Psychological research in China covers almost all basic and applied fields. Brain and cognitive science has been identified as one of the eight research frontiers by the central government in 2006 and two national key laboratories have been set up targeting fundamental issues in this area. The rapid development of psychology (and neuroscience) in China is partly due to the nation's economic boom and thus a rapid growth in research funds. I feel honored to live in this era and to experience the dramatic (positive) changes of science and research in China.
